
Hainault House 

Belgard Square South 

Tallaght 

D24 RFV0 

June 15 2020 

Dear Aileen, 

As per your letter of invitation of June 3 2020 (Ref: SCC19R-I-0112), please find attached Early 
Childhood Ireland's written submission to the Special Committee on Covid-19.  

Please do not hesitate to contact me if you require any further information or additional 
documentation.  

Best regards, 

Teresa Heeney 
CEO 
Early Childhood Ireland  
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Submission to the Special Oireachtas Committee on Covid-19 

Response 

June 2020 

Introduction 
1: Early Childhood Ireland welcomes this opportunity to make a submission to the Houses of the 

Oireachtas Special Committee on Covid-19 Response. As the leading early years and school-age care 

organisation we have been communicating with members of the Oireachtas about the reality of the 

situation in Ireland vis a vis our vital sector. This context, as well as our engagement with our members 

in every county in Ireland informs this submission. 

Context 
2: Ireland is one of the lowest investors in early years and school-age care in the European Union, 

spending just 0.2% of GDP. The OECD average is 0.8% and UNICEF recommends 1%. 

3:The impacts of this in 2020 are fourfold: 

• Access to quality care and education for babies and children is not provided on a universal

basis;

• Irish parents pay the highest proportion of their net income for childcare fees in the EU;

• Staff are low paid and turnover rates at 23%1 are the highest in any sector, nationally;

• Childcare settings operate on a fragile basis, with half2 barely surviving financially.

The Organisation 
4: Early Childhood Ireland is the national membership organisation in the early years and school-age 

care sector in Ireland with almost 4,000 members3, including almost 85% of childcare service provision 

in the country. The organisation reaches over 25,000 early childhood educators and 175,000 families 

daily.  

5: Our vision is that every young child is thriving and learning in a quality early childhood setting. This 

vision is based on the philosophy that early childhood is a critical period for the nurturing of each 

individual child’s curiosity, resilience, creativity, confidence, and potential. We provide information, 

advice, support and mentoring and continuing professional learning to the early years and school-age 

sector on practice, pedagogy, governance, and operational issues which support legislative 

compliance and quality in practice. Early Childhood Ireland also advocates in the media and with 

government for the sector, and for children and their families.  

1 Early Years Sector Profile Report 2018/19. (2019) Dublin: Pobal  
2 Meehan Tully and Associates (2016) Doing the Sums: The Real Cost of Providing Childcare. Dublin: Early 
Childhood Ireland  
3 A breakdown of our membership is in Appendix 1. 
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6: Early Childhood Ireland is legally structured as a Company Limited by Guarantee and is registered 

with the Charity Regulator. Led by a Board of Directors, Early Childhood Ireland complies with the 

necessary legal and regulatory requirements associated with our company structure. We are on the 

Standards in Public Office Commission’s lobbying register and submit returns as required, three times 

per year. Our Annual Return is filed with the Charities Regulator by the 31 October deadline each year. 

Our audited accounts are filed annually with the Companies Registrations Office.  

Our Sector 
7: The early years and school-age care sector in Ireland is complex and diverse.  Each year, Pobal, 

which oversees funding programmes for the sector, publishes an Early Years Sector Profile report 

which offers important facts and figures on its composition. In 2018/19, Pobal reported there were 

4,598 childcare services in Ireland. 74% are private and 26% are community. They are predominantly 

in urban areas (66%). 31% of settings are liable for commercial rates which is a significant factor in the 

overhead costs that they accrue. 

Table 1 – Children Attending Services 

Age cohort Number (%) 

Babies 3,467 (2%) 

Toddlers 35,251 (17%) 

Pre-schoolers 132,412 (64%) 

School Age 35,171 (17%) 

Total 206,301 (100%) 

8: 3,389 children attending settings have a learning/intellectual disability with 1,349 having another 

type of disability. Over 5,500 children with additional learning needs are supported under the Access 

and Inclusion Model (AIM)4 in early learning and care settings. 

 

Table 2 – Type of Services* 

Services offered by settings % 

Full day care 34% 

Sessional service – morning 28% 

Sessional service - afternoon 88% 

Part-time 39% 

After-school 43% 

Breakfast club 21% 

Drop-in 2% 

*Many settings offer a combination of the different types of services outlined above.   

 

 

 

 

 
4 The Access and Inclusion Model (AIM) is a model of supports designed to ensure that children with 
disabilities can access the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) Programme.  Its goal is to empower pre-
school providers to deliver an inclusive pre-school experience, ensuring that every eligible child can 
meaningfully participate in the ECCE Programme and reap the benefits of quality early years care and 
education. 
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Table 3 – Funding Programmes 

Programme Number of Children 

CCS/CCSP 45,594 

CCSU 33,743 

ECCE 108,204 

TEC 3,474 

Total 191,015 

 

 

Table 4 – Staffing  

Category  Number/% 

Total 30,775 

Number of staff working directly with children 26,882 

Number of staff working directly with children 
with NQF level 5 or higher 

21,736 (94%) 

Number of settings with at least one vacancy  880 (23%) 

Number of services that experienced 
challenges in relation to recruiting suitably 
qualified staff in last twelve months 

2,013 (53%) 

Number of services that actively recruited / 
advertised for staff living overseas in the past 
twelve months 

3,297 (86%) 

 

Impact of Covid-19 
9: On 12 March, the government announced the closure of all childcare settings by 6pm that evening, 

as part of a range of public health measures to respond to the Covid-19 pandemic.  A number of key 

events have occurred since then. 

 

Table 5 – Timeline of Covid-19 Closure Period 

March 12- Announcement that settings would close until April 5th. During this period, it was 
agreed that childcare funding programmes would remain in place until April 6th as an initial 
measure to ensure service sustainability. 
March 17 – The closure was extended.  
March 24 – Minister Zappone announced a bespoke Temporary Wage Subsidy Childcare 
Scheme (TWSCS) 
April 6 - The TWSCS commenced. This scheme combined elements of the Wage Subsidy Scheme 
(70% of employees’ wages covered by Revenue), with a sector specific bespoke element. This 
involved DCYA paying the balancing 30% of wages, and an additional payment of 15% of staff 
costs being paid directly to centre managers to cover overheads. As part of the contract, 
providers gave a commitment to retain children’s places, not to charge fees, and to encourage 
staff to engage in CPD during the closure period. To date, 86% of early learning and care and 
school-age childcare services have signed up to the TWSCS, and it will now run until 28 June. 
May 1 - The government’s plan for the gradual re-opening of the economy and society was 
published. The initial plan had been that children of essential workers would return to early 
years settings on June 29th. This was subsequently updated to all children who required care. 
May 7 - The Minister for Children and Youth Affairs announced plans for the commencement 
of a childcare scheme for frontline workers some 8 weeks after supports were first requested 
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by unions representing frontline workers. The scheme was cancelled one week later owing to a 
low uptake by providers.  
May 11 The DCYA began a process of sectoral consultation and established a number of 
advisory and other forums to engage on the complex issues associated with reopening. 
June 4 and Ongoing Guidelines for re-opening issued 
June 10 – Funding package for 29 June-23 August announced by Minister Zappone.  
June 29 – Settings can reopen 

 

10: As you can see from the above timeline, the past three months have been extremely challenging 

for the early years sector. From the sudden closure of settings in March, to the extension of the closure 

to the lack of clarity beyond August, the uncertainty is having a profoundly stressful impact on 

providers. Nevertheless, Early Childhood Ireland recognises that the Department of Children and 

Youth Affairs with other stakeholders has provided a series of excellent resources to support 

providers, parents, and staff during the closure and in advance of the reopening.  These have been 

very well received and have given providers and educators an important sense of confidence about 

reopening.  

Post Covid-19 
11: The health and wellbeing of babies, children and staff has to be the first yardstick by which the 

post-Covid reality of the delivery of early years care and education must be measured. As the leading 

early years organisation in Ireland, ECI has developed a set of principles for re-opening of early years 

care and education settings that we have shared with members of the Oireachtas previously and is 

also in Appendix 2.  

12: We acknowledge the additional supports that were provided to early years settings as part of both 

the bespoke wage subsidy scheme and in the reopening package;  but the need for special measures 

was in itself a tacit acceptance of the precariousness of the sector. The issues of staff recruitment and 

retention and the viability of settings have not gone away and have been, if anything, exacerbated by 

the Covid-19 crisis. However, our sector is extremely diverse, and problems cannot be resolved with 

a “one size fits all” solution.  

Investment 
13: Policy makers seem to now accept that early years care and education is not a luxury add on, 

rather an essential service that allows a society and economy to function. This will become even more 

apparent post-Covid as people adapt to non-traditional working arrangements. Aside from the rights 

of babies and children to avail of high-quality early years experiences, a well-resourced and functional 

early years system will be essential for this new economy to function.  

14: Ireland remains the joint lowest investor in Europe in early years care and education and this 

results in very high fees for parents, low pay for staff and major sustainability pressures for providers. 

Successive governments have chosen to underinvest, and this must end. When settings re-open, 

parents should not be expected to pay higher fees for the same or less service in order to ensure 

sustainability. The answer to this is not direct payments to parents or tax-breaks to offset costs, rather 

it is ramping up investment in the National Childcare Scheme and implementation of the First 5 

strategy. The progressive universalism as outlined in First 5 must remain. With this in mind, we are 

calling for the ring fencing of the funds that have been provided for staff costs under the wage subsidy 

schemes into the future.  
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Consultation and Clarity 
15: Lack of clarity on the post-Covid funding model beyond August is causing anxiety to providers. 

Many are planning for re-opening on June 29th with no clarity on the financial model which will be in 

place after August 2020. This is also true of settings that will re-open for the first time in September. 

Central government needs to issue clear information to the sector on how funding needs will be met. 

This must be done quickly and in a direct manner.  Providers deserve clarity and to have their concerns 

addressed directly and in a transparent manner. All decisions around funding, grants and so on must 

be accompanied by detailed calculations explaining how figures were arrived at, this is essential to 

build trust with providers and to ensure buy-in.  

16: Clarity is also needed regarding inspections. The guidelines for re-opening sit alongside existing 

statutory regulations and these cannot contradict each other. Providers need reassurance that they 

will not be found non-compliant during inspections while they try and reconcile existing regulations 

and Covid guidelines. While providers have largely been on board with the guidelines, and this is a 

result of proper stakeholder engagement, time will be needed to allow children and practitioners 

adjust to the new normal and work out the kinks. Additional capital grants funding will need to be 

made available to ensure that some settings can meet their obligations under the new guidelines and 

to meet capacity and distancing requirements which will impact on staff and parents. Early Childhood 

Ireland has repeatedly called for a single early years and school-age care agency for the sector, which 

would encompass inspection, quality, funding and planning.  The establishment of this agency should 

be a central priority for the incoming government.  

Staffing 
17: Increased capacity must not be at the expense of staffing levels or sacrificing quality standards. 

The pre-existing issues with regard to recruiting and retaining staff will have been exacerbated by 

Covid as some workers elect not to return to work and travel restrictions inhibit the return or 

recruitment of workers from outside Ireland. The government needs to give serious consideration to 

how staffing levels can be maintained in this context.  

Taskforce on Transitions 
18: We are supportive of the proposals for the cross-departmental taskforce on transitions for children 

as proposed by Deputy Jennifer Whitmore and we look forward to engaging with her on what that 

would entail. It is essential that those children who benefit most from early interventions are 

prioritised in terms of additional supports around transitions. The impact of the loss of three months 

of access to care and educational opportunities is not equally distributed, with children in care, those 

from disadvantaged households and those with disabilities losing out most. We would welcome 

additional supports being made available to those who benefit the most from quality early years care 

and education, and subsequently have lost out most. We have also requested that after-school 

settings based in school buildings can access them, so that the usual summer camps can operate from 

29 June.  This would support children with the vital transition back to education in the autumn. 

Informal/Family Support 
19: While we welcome the highlighting of the role that grandparents and other family members play 

in providing care and support, too often this has been used as a “get out of jail free card” for 

government. To expect that all parents have families they can rely on for childcare makes assumptions 

about familial relations and circumstances and puts migrant parents at a disadvantage. The perennial 

floating of ideas such as the “granny grant” should be consigned to the history books. If parents choose 

to engage family members in care, that is their choice, but public funding needs to remain focussed 

on consolidating the fragmented care and education, which we see as including childminders, and 
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whom 87% of the public wishes to receive garda vetting and basic training for their important roles5. 

 

Conclusion 

20: The Covid-19 pandemic had an immediate and profound impact on the early years and school-age 

sector.  The response from government was salutary, in that the provision of a bespoke wage subsidy 

scheme which covered 100% of staff wages, acknowledged the fragility of our member settings. On 

the other hand, this also demonstrated recognition of the importance of childcare to the rest of society 

and economy.  Government and other policy makers now have an unprecedented opportunity to act 

to increase investment in the sector, as envisaged in the First 5 strategy.  Early Childhood Ireland 

recommends that along with a funding plan which brings Ireland from the bottom to the top of the 

EU investment plan, that the actions which are envisaged in First 5 to develop a new funding model 

and a proper workforce plan are prioritised, without delay. 

There is consistent public support for increased investment in the early years sector. 

Table 8– Main findings of Childcare Barometer 2018-20196 

 
 

Level of 
agreement 
2020 

Level of 
agreement 
2019 

Level of 
agreement 
2018 

All parents should be financially 
supported to stay at home with their child 
for the first 12 months of the child’s life. 

68% 70% 69% 

The education of children under 5 is as 
important as the education of children 
over 5. 

72% 74% 75% 

Like primary education, childcare should 
be available free to all children. 

67% 64% 65% 

When childcare staff are as qualified as 
other professionals such as nurses and 
teachers, the terms & conditions of their 
employment should reflect this. 

65% 67% N/A 

 

21: There has never been a better time, as Ireland emerges from this pandemic, for all Parties and all 

members of the Oireachtas to follow the lead of the Irish public, and offer babies and children quality 

experiences, staff a proper career structure, and security to childcare operators.  

 
5 https://www.earlychildhoodireland.ie/work/advocacy/childcare-barometer/childcare-barometer-2019/ 
6 Our annual Barometer comprises the findings of a RedC poll of a representative sample of the Irish public. 
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Appendix One 
 

Early Childhood Ireland’s Membership 

May 31, 2020 

Table 7 – Member Composition  

Type Number of Children 

Early years & school-age childcare providers 3,491 (See Table 7a) 

Parent & Toddler groups 222 

Students 136 

Organisations  85 

Associates  65 

Complimentary  21 

  

  

Type of Service Providers Number  

Full Daycare 1404 

Sessional, up to 3½Hrs per session 1215 

Sessional with Linked School Age Service 297 

School Age Childcare 251 

Part Time Daycare, up to 5hrs per session 147 

Sessional Service, 3½hrs up to 11 Children 86 

Part Time Daycare with Linked School Age Service 74 

Family Daycare Service 9 

Full Day Care. Basic Cover up to 11 children 8 
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Appendix Two 
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